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Description 
Size—30-35 mm long (Oldroyd 1924); usually 
under 30 mm (Coan 1971). Proportions: 
length 27, height 22, diameter 11 mm 
(Oldroyd 1924).  Rarely to 45 mm (Coan 
1971); smallest adults 2 mm (Caddy 1969). 
This specimen (Coos Bay) 17.5 mm long. 
Color—reddish, pale rose or white; 
sometimes bluish or yellow (Puget Sound, 
British Columbia) (Oldroyd 1924). Coos Bay 
specimens pink inside and out; British 
Columbia pink or yellow interiors (Quayle 
1969). (Genus Macoma, generally white 
inside (Keen and Coan 1974)). Late veligers 
with yellow shells, red umbos (Caddy 1969). 
Periostracum—thin, silky, not shiny (Coan 
1971); visible only as a ventral trace. 
Shell Shape—regularly oval, rather round, 
thick, with a thick epidermis; valves equal, 
umbos low, almost central, usually worn (fig. 
1). Sculpture: fine concentric growth lines only 
(Dunnill and Ellis 1969). Dorsal margin 
arched, ventral margin slightly contracted 
(Oldroyd 1924); no posterior dorsal flange 
(posterior to ligament). Valves do not gape: 
family Tellinidae (Keen 1971).   Posterior end 
rounded. Shell usually heavy, but bay 
specimens sometimes thin (Coan 1971). 
Ligament—short, but strong, partially sunken, 
seated on a stout callus (Dunnill and Ellis 
1969), but not on a nymph: family Tellinidae 
(Coan and Carlton 1975). 
Pallial Line—narrow, faint. 
Pallial Sinus—large (Keen and Coan 
1974), equal (valves); sinus ends ¾ of way 
to anterior adductor muscle scar in both 
valves (figs. 2a, 2b); pallial sinus does not 
reach muscle scar (fig. 2b) (Coan and 
Carlton 1975).  
Hinge Area—no lateral teeth: genus Macoma 
(Coan and Carlton 1975). Cardinal teeth: 2 in 
each valve (figs. 4a, 4b): one stout, bifid, the 
other single, fragile (Dunnill and Ellis 1969). 
Animal—siphons long, separate, mobile. 
Inhalant siphon when extended, 4x shell 
length. Exhalant siphons held vertically above  
 
 
 
surface 1.5 cm. Large palps, for sorting fine 
particles (fig. 5) (Yonge 1949). 
Veligers—early veligers indistinguishable 
from other bivalves, but late veligers and early 
post-larval M. balthica have characteristic 
yellow shells and red umbos. 
 
Possible Misidentifications 
     Tellinids can be distinguished from other 
small or young bay clams (ie. Mactridae: 
Tresus; Veneridae: Protothaca, Saxidomus; 
Myidae: Mya, Cryptomya) by their external 
ligament (never on a nymph or 
chondrophore), their cardinal hinge teeth (2 in 
each valve), their wide sinuous pallial lines 
(Keen 1971),and because their shells never 
gape. Lateral teeth may or may not be 
present in the Tellinidae (Coan 1971). Myids 
have a hinge with a spoon-shaped 
chondrophore (left valve) and a projecting 
tooth (right valve) (see Mya arenaria). 
Venerids have 3 cardinal teeth in each valve; 
Mactrids have an internal ligament, A-shaped 
cardinal teeth, and gaping valves (Coan and 
Carlton 1975). Semelids have a resilifer, a 
socket-like chondrophore holding the 
ligament. Mature Macoma balthica are rarely  
over 25 mm long (Dunnill and Ellis 1969), but 
could be confused with the young of some of 
these larger clams. 
     Other genera of Tellinidae (ie. Tellina sp.) 
have lateral hinge teeth (at least in the right 
valve); Macoma do not. Macoma are 
generally more rounded and more inflated 
than Tellina; Macoma are smooth, white and 
chiefly northern. (Species characteristics in 
these clams can tend to be gradational, and 
are not always quantitative) (Coan 1971). 
Most Tellina are elongate, relatively 
compressed, conspicuously sculptured, 
brightly colored, and usually warm water 
dwellers (Coan 1971). There are 4 Tellina 
species in our area. 
     Of the almost 30 species of Macoma 
identified in the eastern North Pacific (Dunnill 
and Ellis 1969), we need to consider only 
seven: 
Macoma balthica (=inconspicua) 
(Linnaeus, 1758) 
Phylum:  Mollusca    
   Class:  Bivalvia; Heterodonta 
      Order:  Veneroida 
         Family:  Tellinidae 
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     Macoma nasuta, the bent-nose clam, is 
easily identified (in the adult) by its bent 
posterior valves (see M. nasuta). It is white in-
side and out, with some dark periostracum; its 
pallial sinus reaches the anterior adductor 
muscle in the left valve but not in the right 
(that of M. balthica does not). 
     Macoma inquinata (=irus) is a common 
mud clam, with slightly inflated but not bent 
valves in which the pallial sinus almost 
reaches the anterior adductor muscle scar 
(see M. inquinata). The shell is chalky white 
with a fibrous olive green periostracum; it is 
never pinkish, whereas M. balthica often is. 
     Macoma secta, the sand clam, has a 
squared off, flanged posterior, although it is 
not bent like M. nasuta's posterior. It is white, 
with a yellowish epidermis; its right valve is 
more inflated than the left, and it can be large 
(to 120 mm). Its pallial sinuses meet the 
pallial lines at about a right angle (Coan 
1971). It is found in clean sand, not in bay  
mud. Closely related to M. secta are Macoma 
expansa, a rare, usually offshore species (to 
50 mm) whose pallial sinuses are 
perpendicular to the pallial line; Macoma 
indentata found from Trinidad, California, 
south, elongate, pointed posteriorly and with 
very unique muscle scars. Macoma elimata is 
found only in 15-476 meters of water. 
     Macoma acolasta is a rare, sand-dwelling 
clam, elongate and occurring from Bodega 
Bay south. 
     Macoma yoldiformis is also elongate, 
inflated, and thin, with the pallial sinus 
detached from the pallial line. Although the 
range of this clam is from Vancouver south to 
Baja California, it is not included in Puget 
Sound or British Columbia work (Dunnill and 
Ellis 1969). It can be found in silt in low 
intertidal of protected bays (Coan and Carlton 
1975). 
     Macoma incongrua is a generally northern 
species which can be found to 33°N latitude, 
intertidally to 36 meters. It has somewhat 
inflated valves, is usually 30-40 mm long, and 
almost round in outline (Dunnill and Ellis 
1969). 
     Macoma calcarea is found from 35 meters 
and lower, from 37° north. Other northern 
subtidal species include elimata and the large 
M. brota and M. lipara (Dunnill and Ellis 
1969). 
     Macoma balthica is the name of the 
Atlantic species. Our west coast clam was 
originally called M. inconspicua (Broderip and 
Sowerby 1829); they are now considered by 
most to be the same species. 
 
Ecological Information 
Range—present in North Pacific and North 
Atlantic, in both European and North 
American waters. In Europe: White Sea, 
Pechora Sea, Wadden Sea, to southern 
France. In North America: Gulf of St. 
Lawrence and Hudson Bay, south to Virginia; 
Alaskan coast to San Francisco, rarely to San 
Diego (Coan 1971). Possibly introduced to 
San Francisco from Atlantic coast (Coan and 
Carlton 1975). Some ambiguity exists whether 
individuals from the southernmost reaches of 
the distribution on east and west sides of the 
Atlantic should be considered the same 
species (Beukema and Meehan 1985). 
Local Distribution—Coos Bay: South Slough 
channel, air-port spoil islands; Siletz, 
Nestucca, Siuslaw, Netarts, Tillamook Bays: 
bays that front on open coast (Hancock 1979,  
Kozloff 1974). 
Habitat—offshore and bay mud, often very 
fine; sometimes black, foul mud. Coarseness 
of soil not determining factor in distribution 
(Vassalio 1969). Currents determine 
distribution, as they affect sediment 
settlement and degree of shelter. Clams do 
not penetrate clay layer. 
Salinity—collected at 30 ‰ salt; found also in 
brackish water (Vassalio 1969). 
Temperature—cold to temperate waters. 
Tidal Level—found at + 0.3 m (Coos Bay, 
Shore Acres) and down to 37m (Coan 1971); 
correlation between clam size and depth: 
smallest animals closest to surface (Vassalio 
1969) (distance from surface determined by 
siphons length) (Vassalio 1971). 
Associates—San Francisco Bay: whelk 
Busycotypus; gastropod Nassarius; 
polychaetes: capitellids, nereids; amphipod 
Ampelisca; bivalves Gemma, Mya (Vassalio 
1969). Parasitized by unknown gymnophallid 
trematode (Swennen 1969). 
 
Quantitative Information 
Weight— 
Abundance—most abundant in the upper 
zone (1.3 to 2.6 m) (San Francisco Bay) 
(Vassalio 1969), where they compose 55% of 
animals in invertebrate community. Juvenile 
densities to 5000/m2 (June, Thames estuary, 
England) (Caddy 1969). Density determined 
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by currents, fineness of deposits and density 
of micro-organism populations and their 
surface area (Morris et al 1980). Not very 
common in Puget Sound (Kozloff 1974). Quite 
common at many stations in Coos Bay.  
 
Life History Information 
Reproduction—spring spawning (March), 
and another in autumn with larger animals 
(England) (Caddy 1969). Planktonic life 
probably 2-5 weeks; spatfall 300-330µ. 
Growth Rate—constant throughout the year 
in Massachusetts, though accelerated in the 
summer; seasonal growth in European 
populations. Average maximum length 
greater for North American populations than 
European (Gilbert 1973). Growth rate 
depends on season and food availability in 
San Francisco Bay (Thompson and Nichols 
1988). 
Longevity—approximately 5 years in Rand 
Harbor, Massachusetts; up to 25 years in the 
Gulf of Finland (Gilbert 1973). 
Food—suspension feeder on plankton when 
tide is in (Braefield and Newell 1961); deposit 
feeder on bacterial film and diatoms and other 
microorganisms in 'organic debris’ (Vassalio 
1969, Oldroyd 1924). Competes with 
amphipod Ampelisca; each clam feeds in a 4 
cm area (Braefield and Newell 1961). 
Predators—Ampelisca, on spat (Vassalio 
1969); shorebirds, on small clams within 
reach of their beaks (8"); starry flounder 
(Vassalio 1969). 
Behavior—essentially static; a slower 
burrower than some other Macoma species 
(Yonge 1949), takes 2½ minutes to bury itself 
(Braefield and Newell 1961). U-shaped tracks 
in mud show movement toward and away 
from sun (Braefield and Newell 1961). 
Note— significant research has been 
conducted on recruitment, growth, and 
general biology of Macoma balthica in the 
Dutch Wadden Sea. Interested readers 
should see Beukema et al. (1998) and 
references therein. 
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